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Abstract: This project aims to contribute to pre-existing research into the links between 
expressive speech and reading comprehension, and investigate pedagogic approaches 
to the acquisition of prosodic skills within the context of an English as a Foreign 
Language learning environment. The study utilizes an authentic English text sourced 
from a news themed periodical, with the lesson being conducted using communicative 
language teaching (CLT) methodology, in such a way as to focus on the prosodic 
aspects of the text. Data were tabulated by way of an adapted Communicative 
Orientation of Language Teaching (COLT) observation scheme, optimized to highlight 
student interaction, expressive speech pedagogy and prosodic awareness. Student 
generated reading comprehension questions and answers were analyzed using data 
from the aforementioned observation scheme. 















The objective of this action research (AR) project is to build on pre-existing scholarship 
into the relationship between prosody and reading comprehension, through examining the 
impact of prosodic instruction in an English as a Foreign Language (EFL) intensive 
reading lesson. The underlying approach to AR used in this study is embodied by the 
following quotes: 
“AR involves taking a self-reflective, critical, and systematic approach to exploring your 
own teaching contexts.” (Burns, 2009, p.2) 
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“[AR is] a systematic inquiry into the issues and problems that teachers face with the goal 
of improving pedagogical practices” (McKay, 2006, p.1) 
Proficiency in reading is generally assumed to be a prerequisite of reading 
comprehension, and is typically described as the ability to read accurately at speed 
(Berninger et al., 2010). However, research into the role of prosody as it pertains to 
reading fluency has gained significant currency (Kuhn et al, 2010). This is a particularly 
important concept within the field of EFL education in Japan, as prosodic instruction is 
often de-emphasized in favor of rote learning and grammar translation, leading to a deficit 
in prosodic awareness (Stephens, 2011).  
The research question interrogated by this study is: What effect does prosodic 
instruction have on reading comprehension questions and answers constructed by 
students? 
Prosodic awareness is a vitally important component of text reading fluency (Miller 
& Schwanenflugel, 2006; Rasinski et al., 2009). Several studies have shown the causal 
link between text reading prosody and reading comprehension proficiency (Calet et al., 
2015; Veenendaal et al., 2015). Moreover, a study conducted by Holliman et al. (2014) 
examining the perception of stress, rhythm and intonation in six and seven-year-old 
children, demonstrated a correlation with proficiency in reading comprehension, and an 
additional study carried out by Lochrin et al. (2015), analyzing production and perception 
of speech prosody in children aged seven to twelve, found that prosody is causally linked 
with both comprehension and text reading accuracy. 
Studies into text reading prosody have suggested the development of automaticity 
as a prerequisite for improvement in prosodic awareness (Miller & Schwanenflugel, 
2006; Schwanenflugel et al. ,2004). However, recent work by Groen et al (2019) into the 
effects of delayed development in speech prosody in poor readers suggests that there is 
in fact a causal relationship between prosodic proficiency in natural speech and awareness 
of implicit prosody in written text: 
“Poor perception and production of speech prosody may hinder an internal 
representation of what a text should sound like, which is suggested to obstruct 
comprehension of written text.” (Groen et al, 2019, p.18). 
Delayed development in the inference and production of speech prosody may also 
negatively affect awareness of implicit prosody in written text. Fodor (1998) proposes an 
implicit prosody hypothesis which argues that syntactic elements of written text are 
decoded, through the use of an inferred prosodic contour. This theory has since been 
supported by later studies, demonstrating a causal association between implicit prosody 
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and reading comprehension proficiency (Kentner, 2012; Rasinski et al., 2009). Failure to 
utilize a ‘default prosody contour’ when engaging with written text, may explain poor 
reading comprehension skills in students who experience delayed development in verbal 
prosody (Groen et al, 2019). 
The incidence of weak semantic, syntactic and grammatical skills among students 
with poor reading comprehension has been well demonstrated by Nation et al (2004) and 
Nation & Snowling (2000), and connections between these reading skills deficits and 
delayed development in prosody have been suggested by other authors. For instance, 
Chafe (1988) hypothesizes that one of the functions of prosody is to signify syntactic 
roles in text, while Snedeker & Trueswell (2003) suggest that implicit prosody is utilized 
by skilled readers to break up text into semantic and syntactic segments. This highlights 
the need for more effective application of prosodic instruction and draws a clear causal 
link between the development of effective reading comprehension skills and expressive 
speech. 
English language education in Japan often de-emphasizes communication skills 
acquisition in preference for lessons focusing on exam preparation (Garant, 2000). This 
shortfall in basic communicative proficiency shifts emphasis to extensive memorization 
of written text, in order to gain requisite semantic, lexical, syntactic and grammatical 
skills (Watanabe, 2002). Walter (2009), in her study into the links between L2 (second 
language) text comprehension and phonology, argues that text is decoded visually but 
stored phonologically, utilizing unconscious vocalization. If this is indeed the case, then 
L2 students who have not first acquired a functional mastery of English pronunciation 
will be hindered in their attempts at effectively decoding written text. Moreover, the 
unique mora duration and vowel stress of the Japanese language often leads to L1 (first 
language) interference in native Japanese speaking EFL learners, thus strengthening the 
case for pronunciation and prosody focused instruction (Koike, 2014). Mora in the 
Japanese language are of relatively uniform length, in contrast to English syllables, where 
duration is heavily dependent on stress. Moreover, reduced vowels in Japanese are 
relatively uncommon, and so reliably recognizing and utilizing reduced vowels can be 
particularly challenging for L2 students whose first language is Japanese (Nakamura, 
2010). 
Given that regular written English text does not explicitly convey prosodic elements 
of pronunciation, effective instruction in expressive speech is necessary to enable L2 
students to acquire mastery in rhythm, stress and intonation, and to facilitate proficiency 
in the inference and production of prosodic elements of speech.  
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2. Method 
The subjects who participated in this project were Japanese native speaking EFL students, 
with EIKEN Grade 2 or Pre-2 certification (CEFR B1-A2): 
Student 1 (S1) - EIKEN Grade 2 certified  
Student 2 (S2) - EIKEN Grade 2 certified 
Student 3 (S3) - EIKEN Grade Pre-2 certified 
Student 4 (S4) - EIKEN Grade 2 certified 
Student 5 (S5) - EIKEN Grade 2 certified  
The data used in this study were collected during an intensive reading skills lesson, 
as part of a course designed to improve authentic text reading proficiency in intermediate 
and upper intermediate readers. Materials utilized in this investigation were sourced from 
a bilingual news-based periodical, CNN English Express, which features real world news 
articles presented in a format conducive to English language learning. The news article 
selected for this study (see Appendix, Figure 6) has been divided into tone units, so as to 
facilitate prosodic skills acquisition, and makes use of a single slash/double slash format. 
The intensive reading skills lesson, during which data were collected, was broken 
up into three sections: Pre-reading, While reading and Post-reading. The Pre-reading 
section started with some basic conversation, designed to orient the students to the topic 
of the lesson, which was then reinforced by an introduction to key terms from the news 
article and a preliminary discussion of the topic. This was carried out in a CLT manner, 
engaging the students’ interest and prompting them to predict what the article may be 
about.    
Pre-reading stage of the lesson (see Appendix, Fig. 1). 
 
During the subsequent While-reading segment of the lesson, the concept of 
‘stressed sounds’ was introduced and explained using examples from the article. The 
reasons for and functions of stressed sounds from the article were demonstrated using 
CLT techniques, so as to explicate the relationship between stress and the ways in which 
it can imbue meaning in text. During this part of the lesson care was taken to show the 
interplay between stress, rhythm and intonation, once again using examples from the text 
to demonstrate the manner in which implied meaning can be altered through manipulation 
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of elements of expressive speech. This was of particular importance given the mora-timed 
nature of the students’ L1 and the possibility of L1 interference in their understanding of 
English prosody. 
The class then listened to the teacher read the news article aloud, with emphasis on 
prosodic elements of the text, and the students were required to underline stressed sounds. 
The more challenging sections of the text were repeated by the teacher, with particular 
attention given to key expressive elements, and support was provided to enable consistent 
results among the less proficient members of the class. Next, the teacher read out each 
single slash tone unit from the text, which were then chorally repeated by the class. 
Correction and repetition were provided as needed, with the goal of achieving reasonable 
accuracy in stress, rhythm and intonation.   
Next, a pair-work activity was used to give the students an opportunity to practice 
expressive elements of the text, which they had just learnt as a class. The students took 
turns, alternately reading single slash sections of the text, monitored by the teacher for 
accurate use of intonation, rhythm and stress. Particular attention was paid to prominence 
(nuclear stress), as a consequence of its vital role in the intelligibility of meaning (Jenkins, 
2000). The pairs were then rotated and the activity carried out again, with monitoring and 
correction provisioned as needed.    
While-reading stage of the lesson (see Appendix, Fig. 1). 
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After the students completed the pair-work activity and returned to their original 
seats, they were asked simple reading comprehension questions based on the article, and 
encouraged to respond through the use of hints and prompts. This was conducted in such 
a way as to facilitate subsequent student-constructed reading comprehension questions 
and answers (see Appendix, Fig. 2 for transcript coding): 
Teacher (T): Now we’re going to make some questions from the text. What is 
Finding Nemo about? What is Finding Nemo about? What do you think? Who 
can tell me? 
S5: Fish (.) a fish. 
S4: A clownfish. 
T: Make a sentence, a full sentence. It’s about::: 
S1: It’s about (.) a clownfish.  
T: Good, good. Why is the clownfish in danger? What does danger mean (.) in 
danger?  
S1: Abunai. 
T: Yes, that’s right. Why is the clownfish in danger? 
This process continued until the students were generally capable of answering a 
variety of comprehension questions pertaining to various parts of the text, to a degree that 
demonstrated a reasonably in-depth understanding of the content and ideas expressed in 
the article. The students were then required to independently construct five 
comprehension questions on their own, monitored by the teacher. Upon completing the 
questions, the students formed pairs and took turns providing answers, with the teacher 
taking note of the activity. 
Post-reading stage of the lesson (see Appendix, Fig. 1).  
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Data were tabulated in this study using the Communicative Orientation of Language 
Teaching observation scheme (COLT), which is formulated to show pedagogically 
significant elements of communicative interaction. COLT was the product of a research 
initiative known as the Development of Bilingual Proficiency, carried out by the Ontario 
Institute for Studies in Education in Toronto, with the aim of interrogating the acquisition 
of language proficiency, the effect of sociological factors on L2 fluency, and the impact 
of language teaching methods (Allen et al, 1983). The development and implementation 
of COLT were motivated by three main themes: 
1. The widespread introduction and acceptance of communicative approaches 
(Communicative Language Teaching or CLT) to L2 teaching. 
2. The need for more and better research into the relationship between teaching and 
learning. 
3. The need to develop psycholinguistically valid categories for classroom 
observation schemes.  
(Spada & Frohlich, 1995, p.2) 
COLT is typically presented in two parts, the first section documents various 
aspects of activities used throughout the lesson (see Appendix, Figure 3) and the second 
codifies communicative elements of the students’ and teacher’s speech (see Appendix, 
Figures 4 and 5). The COLT observation scheme as implemented in this project, has been 
optimized to better document prosodic elements of speech exhibited by both the teacher 
and students. 
Communicative language teaching theory is, in part, predicated on the assumption 
that language learners’ ability to formulate semantically and grammatically accurate text 
does not reliably indicate their capacity for effective communication within the context 
of real-world interactions (Nunan, 1988). This highlights the applicability of the COLT 
observation scheme in this study, which seeks to examine the links between prosodic 
instruction and its impact on student constructed reading comprehension questions and 
answers. 
 
3. Findings and Discussion 
The data gleaned from the Pre-reading section of the lesson show that activities were 
mostly teacher-led and choral in nature (see Appendix, Fig.3). During this part of the 
lesson, introductory conversation was encouraged, definitions and examples of key terms 
and their proper usage were provided and students chorally repeated the key expressions. 
Intrinsic form and meaning elements were present (see Appendix, Fig.3) during the 
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discussion of key words and grammar from the article. This explanation was expanded to 
include examples of how these key terms and grammar could be used beyond the context 
of the article (extrinsic meaning/form), which was mostly teacher-led and did not require 
much direct input from students (see Appendix, Fig. 5). This interaction was conducted 
mainly in English, with some Japanese used by both teacher and students (see Appendix, 
Fig. 4 and 5). Also, during the Pre-reading stage of the lesson speaking, listening and 
reading episodes were all utilized, however there was little writing performed by the 
students as instruction was provided verbally and on the whiteboard. Moreover, during 
this segment of the lesson, little deliberate prosodic instruction was given, aside from 
taking care to clearly pronounce the script (see Appendix, Fig. 3).  
The While-reading segment of the lesson made use of teacher-led and choral class 
activities (see Appendix, Fig. 3), during which an explanation of prosody was given, and 
the class was encouraged to repeat single slash sections of the text after the teacher. A 
pair-work exercise was also utilized (see Appendix, Fig. 3), where students practiced 
expressive speech elements of the text by taking turns reading from the article and giving 
attention to stress, rhythm and intonation. This activity was conducted almost exclusively 
in English and required interaction of an extended duration, as it focused on text from the 
article itself (see Appendix, Fig. 5). The teacher devoted quite a lot of time to explaining 
and demonstrating the concept of stress (see Appendix, Fig. 4), and this focus on stress is 
particularly noteworthy due to the well-established causal links between nuclear stress, 
the acquisition of implicit prosody (Groen et al, 2019), intelligibility (Koike, 2014) and 
comprehension (Kuhn et al, 2010).  
Lesson activities utilizing rhythm and intonation were present during this stage (see 
Appendix, Fig. 3), mostly stemming from teacher verbal interaction (see Appendix, Fig. 
4) and produced while explaining and modelling the pronunciation of tone units. Student 
verbal interaction during this phase of the lesson demonstrates fewer occurrences of 
intonation and rhythm (see Appendix, Fig. 5), which would point to the students’ lack of 
proficiency in these elements of expressive speech and the need for more prosodic skills 
instruction.   
During the choral repetition of tone units from the text, students articulated 
relatively accurate stress, as a result of the teacher carefully vocalizing each tone unit, 
with particular attention given to nuclear stress. More challenging segments of the text 
were repeated by the teacher and the class, until relative mastery of the basic elements of 
stress was achieved. During the subsequent pair-work exercise, several students exhibited 
a return to using uniform rhythm and a flat tone, possibly due to L1 interference. The 
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teacher monitored the students’ progress and provided correction where needed, however 
many students reverted to L1 patterns of pronunciation and experienced difficulty in 
accurately producing prosodic speech on their own. 
The While-reading stage of the lesson made use of all four student modalities (see 
Appendix, Fig. 3), although instances of writing performed by the students were mostly 
limited to underlining stressed sounds in the article. The remaining three student 
modalities (reading, speaking and listening) were extensively utilized: listening to the 
teacher demonstrate each tone unit from the text, to other students read the text during the 
pair-work activity and to the teacher’s guidance and corrections; reading the text chorally 
and with a partner; speaking during choral repetition and the pair-work activity. 
During the Post-reading segment of the lesson the teacher modelled reading 
comprehension questions, based on the text, and encouraged the class to jointly construct 
answers. The teacher continued in this manner until the class was capable of asking and 
answering comprehension questions, both individually and chorally. This represented 
verbal interaction of extended duration, expressing both intrinsic meaning and form, 
carried out mostly in English and demonstrating many instances of prosodic speech (see 
Appendix, Fig. 4).  
During the post-reading segment of the lesson, the class was asked to write 
comprehension questions based on information from the article (see Appendix, Fig. 7), 
these questions were then utilized in a pair-work exercise, where students took turns 
asking and answering each other’s questions. The manner and accuracy of student 
interaction during this activity was intended to demonstrate the students’ comprehension 
of key aspects of the article, and the impact of prosodic instruction. The students’ self-
composed questions contained some syntactic and grammatical errors, but were 
semantically accurate: 
S1: What is story of Finding Nemo? 
S2: Why there is a push to save it? 
S3: Where they were getting fish? 
This correct representation of meaning suggests that the students were able to grasp 
the key concepts and vocabulary from the news article, but that their knowledge of 
grammar and syntax requires further refinement. As this study deals primarily with the 
impact of expressive speech instruction on reading comprehension, grammatical and 
syntactic accuracy fall outside its focus. Of more interest to this study are the semantic 
elements of the student composed reading comprehension questions and answers. 
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Many of the students came up with the question: “What is Finding Nemo about?” 
(see Appendix, Fig. 7). The teacher modelled this question during the lesson so it could 
reasonably be expected that several of the students would choose to reproduce it. In fact, 
S1, S2, and S3 wrote this as their first question, but the answers given by their partners 
varied markedly: 
S1: A clownfish. 
S2: It’s (.) about (.) a clownfish. 
S4: About a clownfish (.) that was taken (.) and now:: there not enough of         
them.  
From the above excerpt it can be seen that while S1 and S2 offered correct answers, 
only minimal information was given, and their answers closely followed previously 
modelled answers from the lesson. S4 on the other hand, gave an answer which brought 
together information from several segments of the article and showed a deeper 
understanding of the content. Furthermore, S4 composed a comprehension question 
which demonstrated further mastery of the semantic elements of the article, and which 
once again combined several points from the text to form a relatively complex sentence: 
“Why are students at Belgian Garden primary school breeding fish?”. The answers given 
to this question varied among the students: 
S5: So they can give fish (.) to people (.) who want fish. 
S2: So they (.) don’t take them (.) out of the wild. 
From the sample of student interaction above it appears that S5’s answer is the most 
accurate and complex. However, by comparing this answer to sections of the article it is 
clear that S5 has simply combined sections of the text to form a plausible sounding answer. 
Even though this answer correctly uses the pronoun “they” to refer to “students at Belgian 
Garden primary school”, it obscures the central reason for breeding clownfish: to provide 
an alternative to taking clownfish from their wild habitat. On the other hand, S2’s answer 
correctly represents this concept, and even though the pronoun “they” is misused and does 
not refer to the subject from the question, the meaning communicated by the answer is a 
better match for the preferred answer and so demonstrates a more nuanced understanding 
of the semantic elements of the article. 
 
4. Conclusions 
Work done by other studies has demonstrated the link between prosodic instruction and 
improvements in reading skills in poor comprehenders. Furthermore, a more accurate 
understanding of the intended meaning of text can be facilitated by the development of 
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implicit prosodic skills, which enables the application of prosodic contours to written text. 
Language classes conducted in Japan will often prioritize exam preparation over 
communicative skills lessons, and in doing so deny students the chance to improve their 
proficiency in expressive speech and knowledge of prosody. This investigation 
endeavored to interrogate the links between reading comprehension skills and prosodic 
instruction. In reference to the research question posited by this study: The reading 
comprehension questions and answers constructed by the students indicate that explicit 
instruction in expressive speech, when coupled with CLT methodology, can result in 
improved understanding of the meaning of authentic text. 
        There are, admittedly, factors which limit the applicability of this study. Firstly, this 
study is based on data derived from a single lesson, and as such there is no baseline with 
which to compare the results. Second, the data were gathered and interpreted by just one 
practitioner, and so raising possible concerns over reliability. Despite these seemingly 
large objections, past work on causal connections between prosodic skills, reading 
proficiency and intelligibility, coupled with the points raised by this investigation, would 
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Figure 3. Communicative Orientation of Language Teaching Observation Scheme (COLT) - 
Lesson Activities/Episodes. Adapted from Allen et al (1983). 
 












Figure 4. COLT - Teacher Verbal Interaction 
 










Figure 5. COLT - Student Verbal Interaction 
 






















Figure 7. Student generated comprehension questions (spelling corrected) 
 
